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 “women fond of dress are hardly ever entirely satisfied not to be seen...usually they want witnesses”.   
Simone de Beauvoir, The Second Sex.  
 
“She was at once familiar, from the countless pictures I had seen and different”.  
Interview with Simone de Beauvoir, Yale French Studies, Simone de Beauvoir: Witness to a Century.  
Hélène V. Wenzel. 
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This paper is a comparative analysis of two iconic images of French women from 
1947; Cartier-Bresson’s classic portrait of Simone de Beauvoir and Willy Maywald’s 
spectacular evocation of Christian Dior’s New Look. Both images have had various 
incarnations, and have been put to various symbolic ends over the last 60 years. For 
example, the Cartier-Bresson image has been cropped and recast as the cover to a 
1980s edition of The Second Sex and the Maywald image is forced to bear endless 
scrutiny in fashion history books.  Both have also been recently included in art gallery 
showings and deemed as particularly indicative of their creators’ oeuvres. And, in a 
uniquely contemporary marker of their currency - Google “Paris 1947” and both will 
be retrieved almost instantly. In fact as this essay argues these images can be seen to 
work as pair across several fronts. Aside from their historical coincidence, they 
evidence a formal symmetry and an ideological opposition. This paper uses these 
images to cue a reflection on how the demands of truth and fiction fuel both fashion 
and feminism of this era.  In the paper I propose that the Maywald image can be used 
as a tangible visible counterpoint to Beauvoir’s mid-century observations on fashion 
and adornment. I also point to how questions of Beauvoir’s legacy may be explored 
through visual representations of the author.  
  
Paris 1947 – a prologue 
Paris 1947 is the site of one of twentieth century fashion’s fictive highlights. The well 
worn narrative of the unknown designer launching a provocative collection which 
would bring overnight success sits well within popular fashion discourse.  
Christian Dior’s narrative is neatly contained within a period of 10 years; his dramatic 
rise to fame in 1947 matched by an equally sudden and unexpected death in 1957.  
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Such was Dior’s impact over this ten year time span that the House of Dior has lived 
(fairly) happily ever after, long after the death of its central character.  There is much 
evidence to suggest that Dior himself conceived of his project in grand narrative 
terms. His autobiography published in 1955 betrays a savvy figure who was patently 
concerned with recording his own story. Dior openly admits to courting the press 
prior to the opening of his couture house cautiously aware of the perils of treading the 
fine line between too little and too much publicity (1958:17).  More surprisingly 
perhaps, at a time when photography was officially banned from couture shows 
(Ewing, 2001:196-97) and when the garments of haute couture were valued for the 
extent to which they could contain the secrets of their fabrication within their seams, 
Dior made sure that the making and showing of his work was documented by all the 
leading photographers of the day1. It makes sense then to note that Paris 1947 was 
also the site of the founding of Magnum, a group of documentary photographers 
dedicated to recording the world through the genre of the photo-story.  Either way, 
what makes Dior’s story distinctly modern is the fact that it begins proper not on the 
day that he opens his house but on the day that he presents his collection to the world 
press – 12th February 1947.  
 
a woman 
One keynote image has come (somewhat falsely) to define this moment. Willy 
Maywald’s image of Dior’s Bar Suit (1947). Maywald, (1907 -1985) a German 
photographer working in post-war Paris became friendly with Dior prior to the 
opening of Dior’s House (Falluel, 1986: 10-11). Aside from working for Dior, 
Maywald also made a name for himself with outdoor photographs of the work of 
                                                
1 See Christian Dior: the early years; 1947 – 1957. Paris: The Vendome Press.  
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other mid-century French designers such as Jacques Fath. Unlike the star 
photographers of this era such as Irving Penn and Richard Avedon who worked for 
the large fashion publications, Maywald’s standing in Anglo-American histories of 
fashion photography largely goes un-noted. This is perhaps due to the comparatively 
conservative tone of his work which was characterised by a classic stillness of pose 
and faithfulness to the charge of documenting a garment.   
 
What Maywald’s images lack in flamboyance is arguably supplanted by technical 
mastery. His camera of choice was a large format Rolleifleix which allowed him to 
capture the fine detail so crucial to garments of luxury. Moreover, he held on to a 
notion of ‘pure’ photography which precluded the use of colour film or electronic 
light sources such as a flash (Falluel, 1986:15). In photographing the Bar Suit 
Maywald manages to harness the soft flat light of a Parisian day to evoke a 
shadowless studio setting, the quality of his film stock and his high resolution format 
allowing that each detail of the garment is captured – down to the hand sewing on the 
buttons. The suit, a natural silk shantung jacket and black wool skirt represents the 
cosmopolitan (as opposed to romantic) end of Dior’s Corolle line; it opened his first 
show and has become a highly iconic representation of the entire New Look. For all 
the arguments about the Corolle line being retrograde in the style of turn of Belle 
Epoque aesthetics, the stark minimalism of the suit allows it to be read as resolutely 
modern. The black and white image mutes the natural tones of the jacket into a high 
contrast with the abstract black of the skirt. This is turn mimics the graphic effect of 
the model’s make-up and the all essential accessories - formal black gloves, white 
pointed stilettos and a straw hat which registers simultaneously as both exotically 
oriental, and, avant-garde modernist.   In keeping with one of the unwritten codes of 
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mid-century fashion photography the model stands completely still in a pose which is 
not easy to maintain. This position which draws in part from classic ballet stance has 
the advantage of placing the torso in three-quarter angle to the camera  thus  
minimising the waistline and providing a sharp relief between the hip and the bust. 
This highly attenuated modern figure is pictured against the fairytale background of 
Parisian tree-lined avenue which leads into a blurred distance of bright light.  This 
juxtaposition gives the image a slightly surreal quality as though artifice is both the 
subject and the means of the image. Giving soundless meaning to the term, habitual 
elegance, Maywald’s image presents the archetypal mid-twentieth-century Parisienne, 
artificial, aloof, and overwhelmingly beautiful. 
  
the other woman 
Another iconic image evokes a very different Parisian woman of 1947 - Henri Cartier-
Bresson’s portrait of Simone de Beauvoir. Cartier-Bresson (1908 -2004) was one of 
the original Magnum photographers, and although based in Paris he famously 
traversed the world with his lightweight 35mm Leica in order to record history. 
Attuned to both the poetic and truth value of photography, Cartier-Bresson is 
frequently referred to as the most famous photographer of the twentieth century, 
esteemed not only for his political commitment but his ability to present his subjects 
with a high degree of psychological insight. By 1947 Simone de Beauvoir (1908 - 
1986) was already famous in local terms as a novelist and as an intellectual due to her 
association with existentialism, although true celebrity was to come with the 
publication of The Second Sex (1949). Like Dior, Beauvoir enjoyed a controversial 
and sudden success with The Second Sex selling more than 20,000 copies in the week 
following its release, and, like Dior her legacy has been remarkable and far-reaching. 
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The Second Sex made Beauvoir famous far beyond Paris and the proof of its influence 
is perhaps best indicated by the minimal extent to which the original text has been 
actually been read measured against the broad familiarity of its themes. 2   
 
Unlike many of the images of Beauvoir from throughout her life, Cartier-Bresson 
does not pose his subject self-consciously in a library or writing at a desk. Rather he 
chooses a less instrumental, more intimate approach, photographing her alone, outside 
her house in a tightly cropped portrait shot.  The minimal composition is carefully 
balanced around a central iconic Parisian street light. The figure takes up only the 
right hand corner of the composition, the remainder is a blurred, light-filled 
background, so out of focus that it registers as both expressionistic and  dreamlike  - 
the three small figures on the street only just discernible. The only part of the image 
which traces any detail is Beauvoir’s face framed by her trademark hair-style.  She is 
standing against the wall of a building at a three-quarter angle to the camera. One 
discerns from the lines around her mouth that she is no longer a young woman – but 
neither is she old. Her look is inscrutable and yet fixed on something out of the scope 
of the image. She seems both acutely aware of having her image taken and at the 
same time to be indifferent to its presence. She looks as though she may be cold. Her 
expression is neither stern nor relaxed, and she too evokes a quiet elegance.  
 
A coincidence  
The pairing of these images provides opportunity for telling comparison. Both images 
present mid-twentieth-century Paris, through the foregrounding of a notable female 
figure against an archetypal Parisian vista. Both utilise the device of a receding 
                                                
2 Rodgers (1998: 64-65) suggests that even by the 1970s many of Beauvoirs’ ideas were so obvious 
that “nobody wondered about their origin”.  
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vanishing point for poetic and narrative effect, to suggest perhaps that the past is 
somewhere else, but these women are here, now. And this ‘now’ – Paris 1947 was a 
time when French women across all classes were on the political agenda – being 
urged to re-populate the country and return to a more traditional role in the home 
(Weiner, 1999:396-397).  Therefore, the poetic and formal symmetry of these images 
hardly belies their contrasting historical meanings. One mythical nameless woman 
symbolising a notion of the eternal feminine through a fashionable ideal and the 
critique of this notion indicated by a woman who ostensibly manages to escape the 
ideological strictures of her time and achieve freedom. Perhaps it is testament to the 
power of the Maywald image the extent to which it can be seen to exemplify the 
precise notion of femininity which Beauvoir was to take to task in The Second Sex.  
On the other hand perhaps it is testament to the effect of fashionable representations 
of the time, on Beauvoir’s own observations. Either way, the pair seemed 
ideologically locked together as evidence from Beauvoir’s text reveals.  
 
A critique  
A work of ambiguous genre, The Second Sex has a clear sociological imperative – to 
describe and explain the situation that women found themselves in in mid-twentieth-
century France. Beauvoir’s central theme, that woman is man’s Other has its roots in 
Levi – Strauss, and it is  developed  through an exploration of the eternal feminine as 
it is inscribed across the discourses of anthropology, psychology, philosophy and 
above all - literature. Working from the core assumption that ‘Woman’ is entirely 
fictive, Beauvoir demonstrates through her analysis that the eternal feminine is both 
an imaginative (male) invention and a highly ambivalent character developed through 
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narrative.  She asserts that as woman is required to be “everything man is not” 
representations of her are acutely ambiguous.  She writes,  
the myth is so various, so contradictory, that at first its unity is not discerned: 
Delilah, Judith, Aspasia, Lucretia, Pandora and Athena – woman is at once 
Eve and the Virgin Mary. She is an idol, a servant, the source of life, a power 
of darkness; she is the elemental silence of truth, she is artifice, gossip 
falsehood; she is healing presence and sorceress; she is man’s prey, his 
downfall, she is everything he is not (Beauvoir, 1993: 151).  
 
The salient point for Beauvoir (1993: 145) is that it is necessary to understand this 
myth – “what-in-men’s-eyes-she seems-to-be” because it is one of the determining 
factors in the lives of real women. This understanding of how fictive representations 
of Woman come to define women’s position and potential is one of the linchpins of 
The Second Sex.  
 
It would hardly have surprised Beauvoir that Dior, keen to evoke Woman’s poetic 
beauty conceived his original line around that most romantic of natural symbols – the 
flower. For Dior, the flower motif of the Corolle Line symbolised not only a notion of 
femininity which aligned women with nature but with a specific notion of nature as 
freshness and re-birth. Dior also tied this poetic motif to a narrative of re-birth after 
the devastation and destruction of WWII. In the famous recount of his motivation and 
inspiration for the New Look he writes,  
in December 1946, as a result of the war and uniforms, women still looked and 
dressed like Amazons. But I designed clothes for flower-like women, with 
rounded shoulders, full feminine busts, and hand-span waists above enormous 
spreading skirts” (Dior, 1958: 21).  
 
The fact that this “ethereal appearance” could only be acheived through “elaborate 
workmanship” and an architectural approach to design (Dior, 1958: 21) neatly 
industrialises this re-birth and explains in part the harsh modernist edge to the figure 
depicted in Maywald’s image. Nonetheless (and I will return to this in the epilogue) it 
is pertinent to note how little of this sense of organic beauty seems to surface in the 
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Maywald. One may therefore argue that somewhere in the semantic space between 
Dior’s allusions and Maywald’s interpretation, the Corolle morphs from an innocent 
and gentle flower into one which appears ever so slightly malevolent and dangerous.   
 
 
If Woman as “evil flower” provides the poetic metaphor for Maywald’s image it is 
fascinating to trace how this in turn can be explicated through references in 
Beauvoir’s text to adornment and fashion. It is not enough, Beauvoir (1993: 145) says 
that woman lives in a “state of subjection” to man; that she is to display his wealth 
through the exhibition of her body, but as the object of his desire she must also be 
beautiful (1993: 167). And in attaining this beauty woman must find a way of 
controlling the body. Beauvoir writes, “Woman is rendered more desirable to the 
extent that nature is more highly developed in her and more rigorously confined” 
(Beauvoir, 1993:167). Therefore it is the “sophisticated woman who has always been 
the ideal erotic object” (Beauvoir, 1993:167). It is “through adornment, woman allies 
herself to nature while bringing to nature the need for artifice; for man she becomes 
flower and gem” (Beauvoir, 1993: 556).  Beauvoir links this generalised notion of 
adornment with a more economically based analysis of ladies fashion in the line of 
Thorstein Veblen arguing that traditional forms of Western feminine dress (which 
Dior was busy re-working at this time) also had the advantage of transforming 
women’s flesh into object by pitching the demand for elegance against the demand for 
practicality. Thus “high heels, corsets, panniers and crinolines” were intended less to 
accentuate the curves of the feminine body than augment its incapacity” (Beauvoir, 
1993: 167) and “the least practical of gowns and dress shoes, the most fragile of 
stockings are most elegant” (Beauvoir, 1993: 556).  
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Beauvoir’s analysis takes a more radical turn when it begins to articulate the role 
women themselves play in this objectification. Woman does not become both “flower 
and gem” only for man - she does also for herself (Beauvoir, 1993: 556). In fact as 
Beauvoir is intent on arguing, women define for themselves who they are in the world 
by articulating how they look in the world.  The work involved in reigning in nature 
through adornment in order to achieve elegance may be well be a form of “bondage” 
(Beauvoir, 1993: 562) and “dressing a difficult art” (Beauvoir, 1993: 717) but  
to care for her beauty, to dress up is a kind of work which enables her to take 
possession of her person as she takes possession of her home through 
housework; her ego then seems chosen and re-created by herself. Social 
custom furthers this tendency to identify with her appearance (Beauvoir, 
1993:556).  
 
In this passage Beauvoir clearly aligns fashion’s traditional mandate of ascribing 
social identity to an important psychic mandate of “putting feminine narcissism in 
concrete form” (Beauvoir, 1993: 556); by this token “woman who is deprived of 
doing anything feels that she expresses what she is” (Beauvoir, 1993: 556).  Arguably 
most perceptive when she is at her most acerbic, Beauvoir (1993: 562) goes on to 
relate the ‘delight’ women are able to take not only in being “seen”  through 
fashionable clothing but in using fashion as form of aesthetic play and entertainment. 
The “positive joys” in attending to one’s toilette include  
...discoveries of hidden treasure, bargain hunting, stratagems, schemes and 
ingenuities. If she is clever, a woman can even run up satorial creations for 
herself. Bargain days are made adventures. A new dress is a celebration. 
Make-up or hairdo can substitute for creating a work of art. 
 
Moreover, a woman can use dress to communicate her attitude to society (Beauvoir, 
1993: 560). In implicitly acknowledging that vestimentary codes allow for aesthetic 
nuances which are tied to psychological characteristics woman can present herself as 
“fragile, childlike, mysterious, frank, austere, gay, sedate, bold or demure”. This game 
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of dress-up is dangerous however and Beauvoir casts it in delusional terms:  It is not 
only she argues “that girdle, brassiere, hair-dye, make-up disguise the body and face; 
but [also] that the least sophisticated of women, once she is ‘dressed,’ does not 
present herself (1993: 560).  
  
Woman’s psychic engagement with fashion is not however entirely foolish, nor does 
it preclude her from using fashionable clothing to her advantage. Once again 
betraying her own attention to the fashion of the era, Beauvoir (1993: 561) suggests 
that it is “not entirely futile for [woman] to attach so much importance...to silk or 
nylon stockings, to gloves, to a hat, because it is an imperative obligation to keep her 
position”. Not only would ignorance of these items as markers of social distinction 
lead to social exclusion – an astute woman recognises that “smart appearance is a 
weapon, a flag, a defense [and] a letter of recommendation” (1993:562). Then in a 
manoeuvre that seems uniquely Parisian, Beauvoir discriminates between the woman 
who can’t control her love of precious objects with a woman of “elegance” who “can 
if need be seek sensuous or aesthetic pleasure in her toilette, but will ...keep it 
appropriate to her appearance; the colour of her gown will favour her complexion, its 
cut will emphasise or improve her figure” (Beauvoir, 1993: 558). This means of 
course that even for smart, elegant women (and we might include Beauvoir here) that 
there is no escaping this regime of self-surveillance – any attempt to be inconspicuous 
is achieved only through remaining feminine.  
 
In Beauvoir’s analysis then, Woman is clearly defined through a regime of visibilities 
that thwart her social autonomy, manipulate her psychic self- engagement and 
position her in a specular cycle of watching herself being watched. The “haunting” 
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(Evans, 1998:2) familiarity of these theories can be explained through the “formative 
influence” (Chanter, 2000: 138) of Beauvoir’s work on 1970s feminist theories which 
articulated a notion of ‘the gaze’ that pitches male subjectivity against female 
objectification3. What is less clear is how Beauvoir herself fits into this model. On the 
one hand the overriding argument of the text is that this regime allows women no 
‘subject position’ at all and yet on the other hand, Beauvoir as authorial presence 
disputes this reality. Obviously adhering to a humanist notion of the subject which is 
predicated on “the individual …defined in terms of liberty” (1993: liv), Beauvoir 
values individual agency and yet is unable to accord this agency to women of her 
generation.  Similarly, Beauvoir’s rhetorical formulations always imply and never 
deny that there is a ‘real’ woman anterior to the visual representations of the self that 
femininity proscribes. It is precisely these paradoxes inherent in Beauvoir’s work 
which have problematised her political position for subsequent generations of 
feminists, and, which have relegated her own legacy to being characterised by an 
“acute ambiguity” (Chanter, 2000:138). Accepting that these are difficult and 
complex questions volatile enough to fuel the field of Beauvoir scholarship for many 
years to come it may be useful to return to the paired images with these questions in 
mind.  
 
Reading these images against one another as opposite ideological markers in the 
representation of women makes sense. This is true across questions of both form and 
content. On the one hand Maywald’s image presents woman as spectacle. She is not 
represented as an individual, but as a type, a fashionable Parisienne whose sole 
purpose in the image is to display to best advantage the luxurious garments which 
                                                
3 Laura Mulvey’s seminal Visual Pleasure and Narrative Cinema (1975) being a case in point.  
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adorn her body. Even if one extends this notion to argue that she plays an 
interpretative role, embodying an aesthetic ideal, she is still not awarded a subject 
position. The authors of this image are Christian Dior and Willy Maywald in that 
order. Anchored in both time and place by the logic of fashion this nameless figure 
coincidentally performs the traditional role allocated to women: that of evoking 
unspeakable beauty. She is strangely mythic and blatantly commercial; she is both art 
and industry. In contrast, Cartier-Bresson’s image represents an individual living in 
Paris in 1947, representative of her own biography, and its subsequent details. An 
intellectual, a scholar, a novelist and the author of a ground-breaking feminist text, 
Beauvoir clearly represents the woman able to draw attention to herself through her 
actions and thought as opposed to her physical appearance. This cascade of opposing 
cultural markers is reinforced by the genre of each of the photographs.  
 
But ideology does not always tell the whole story. Photography, a truthful medium is 
capable of creating persuasive fictions. As this paper argues, two photographers 
whose approach to photography was undeniably different both utilise similar aesthetic 
means in portraying the Parisian Woman of 1947; Maywald in order to document the 
fairytale of the New Look and Cartier-Bresson to poeticise the reality of Simone de 
Beauvoir’s engagement with the world.  
 
The witness 
In choosing to read key sections of The Second Sex in relation to an iconic fashion 
photograph of the same era, I too have inscribed Beauvoir into the subject position.  
To this end I have imaginatively tried to make Beauvoir see what I see – or vice a 
versa. This has required scopic and temporal manoeuvring on both our parts.  On the 
 14 
one hand, I must put myself in her position and try to imagine what she might see, 
and, on the other I have expected her to put her theories in the service of my 
observations. It has entailed moving between a position where I imagine that 
Beauvoir might well have ‘come across’ such a figure on a real day in Paris, and, one 
where we agree to accept that Maywald represents something “unreal, fixed, perfect 
as the hero of a novel” (Beauvoir, 1993: 557). To this end, I have reverently ascribed 
Beauvoir the role of witness.  Witnessing is a type of looking but witnesses don’t just 
see things.  Witnesses are also called to bear the weight of what they see. A witness is 
someone who is thought capable of representing things truly, faithfully and just as 
they have seen it. A witness is someone who can bear the truth. 
 
Still, there is something similar in the regard of both women which tends to eclipse 
this reading and stops me from settling on it. Each time I look into the Maywald 
image I am met by the steely regard of Renée (who, now freed from the confines of an 
ideological reading is finally allowed her proper name). Hovering somewhere 
between composed indifference and self-conscious assurance she too seems of 
capable of a more than a knowing glance – no matter that Renée’s glance is 
“imprison[ed] in kohl and mascara” (Beauvoir, 1993: 167), and no matter that 
Renee’s particular attraction for Dior was that she came “nearest to his ideal”, Renee 
is still a woman just as capable of looking and therefore just as capable of bearing 
witness.  
 
Epilogue.  
As it turns out Renée does bear witness, but not to a truth. And, as it turns out she also 
performs some artful temporal manoeuvring. As previously noted Maywald’s work 
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for Dior had a clear documentary mandate. His mission was to record the entire 
collection for archival purposes. In comparing other available Maywald images of 
Dior’s early collections to that of Renee in the Bar Suit – one can’t help but be struck 
by their difference in tone. While the attention to detail of fabrication is still apparent 
they are altogether less dramatic. The most striking difference is in the models 
themselves whose figures are softer; faces rounder and expressions far more demure. 
And while it is compelling to imagine that such a woman as Renée, looked quite this 
way in 1947 – simply through value of the newness of the garments that she is 
wearing it is not in fact the case. The difference in demeanour and regard between 
Dior’s lovely Renée and the other models from 1947 is however easily explained, and 
in fact the evidence is well captured by Maywald’s careful approach. Even if the 
correct provenance of the image is not clearly ascertained one thing is certain, the 
photograph does not represent the Bar Suit as it was worn on the 12th February 1947. 
In one account given by Falluel, (1986: 129) the image was taken in 1957 on the 10th 
anniversary of the House, while another more recent explanation (Pinneau, 2002: 24) 
suggests that the photograph dates from 1954. In both accounts the authors suggest 
that the image is a re-working of an earlier image by Maywald – and in both accounts 
they stress that the original garment was shown with black round toed shoes and a 
black hat. Therefore, in a sleight of hand that perhaps only fashion is capable of the 
most iconic image of Dior’s New Look of 1947 is in fact a mid 1950s re-style, 
embodied by a woman whose withering regard suggests that she is the very image of 
the secret.  
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